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ABSTRACT
MEDIA’S INFLUENCE ON ATTITUDES TOWARDS GAY MEN

Anna Rossi, MA
Department of Sociology
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Kristen Meyers, Director

This thesis research examines the importance of media in influencing public perceptions.
There is little empirical evidence that negative portrayals of gay characters in movies and
television shows cause individuals to have negative attitudes towards gay men. I further the
research in this field by measuring participants’ views on gays, directly showing them a
stereotypical or non-stereotypical clip depicting gay men, and then again measuring their
attitudes towards gays. I evaluate the claim that the quality of portrayals of gays in movies and
television shows influence the viewer’s acceptance of gays by conducting an experiment and
using a comparison of means analysis.
This experiment found that the media does influence viewers’ attitudes towards gays.
How the media influences viewers’ attitudes is dependent on the type of clip that they watched.
After watching the stereotypical clip, participants expressed more positive attitudes towards gays
than before they watched the clip and participants expressed more negative attitudes towards
gays after they watched the non-stereotypical clip. These results show that how people decode
and interpret media messages is complex. I suggest that further research is needed in order to
understand how participants interpret media messages.
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PREFACE
Gay people struggle to understand and come to terms with their sexuality in a
heterosexual world that fears, discriminates against, and negatively portrays them in the popular
media. Many people fear coming out because of the possible negative reactions of family,
friends, and strangers. Since we live in a society that views heterosexuality as normative,
heterosexuality is imposed upon people, often without anyone involved being aware of what is
occurring. Compulsory heterosexuality, the idea that being heterosexual is something that is
forced upon people, not only negatively affects gays, but it also limits all young people in
exploring and establishing their own gender identity, gender roles, and sexuality because they
never think to be anything but heterosexual (Rich 1980; Yep 2008). Our heteronormative
society, the idea that heterosexuality is the only, best, and normal sexuality, constrains
individuals by expecting everyone to conform to heterosexuality and oppressing all other
sexualities.
Socially impactful mass media, including movies and television, play an important part in
our society (Croteau and Hoynes 2003; The Nielsen Company 2014), including how people form
attitudes and beliefs about gays. Studies show that the mass media, especially movies and
television shows, influences what many Americans think and believe (Bonds-Raacke et al. 2007;
Croteau and Hoynes 2003; Evans 2007; Fisher et al. 2007; Fouts and Inch 2008). Studying how
messages in the media influence people is an important part of understanding attitudes towards
gays in society today. Due to the social inequalities created by compulsory
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heterosexuality and heteronormativity in our society, and because ideological messages are
packed into the media, it is important to analyze if and how these messages influence the
audiences’ attitudes towards gays (Croteau and Hoynes 2003; Hall 1980). By understanding the
relationship between media messages and real people’s attitudes, we can conceptualize ways to
improve society.
Although we might assume that negative portrayals of gay characters in movies and
television shows would cause individuals to have negative views of gays, there is little empirical
evidence that has established such a relationship. It could be that people with negative attitudes
are more likely to consume films with negatively portrayed gay characters. To better understand
the relationship between media messages and real people’s attitudes, I conducted an experiment
to evaluate whether portrayals of gay characters in movies and television shows influence
attitudes towards gays, contributing to the literature on gay characters in the media.

CHAPTER 1
LITERATURE REVIEW

Gay Representation in the US

Mass media has a long history of ignoring or ridiculing gay men. The history of
Hollywood films’ and television’s treatment of gay men has been roughly parallel due to their
close relationship and the fact that they both cater to a mass audience (Fejes and Petrich 1993).
Homophobia is dislike or prejudice against homosexual people and has influenced the way that
the mass media ignores or negatively portrayals gay men. While this has remained constant, “the
perception of what is homophobic changes over time” (Satuloff 1992: 13). Looking back at the
history of gay men in films and television reveals the way that homophobia, social activism, and
gay rights have influenced media content.
Gay men in films were used either as “comic devices,” as “a form of erotic titillation,” or
“to depict deviance, perversion and decadence” until the early 1930s (Fejes and Petrich 1993:
397; Russo 1987). In 1934, the Production Code was strengthened and Catholic-based morality
was injected into Hollywood movies, which led to strong censorship of gay characters or themes.
Cross dressing for comedic effect was allowed, but for the most part, gay characters or themes
were absent from the mid-1930s to the early 1960s. What little gay subtext did exist was
negative and often used as a way to heighten the evilness of villains (Satuloff 1992). Explicit
portrayals of gay men began to reappear as the power of the Production Code waned in the
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1960s, but these portrayals were still negative and stereotypical (Russo 1987; Satuloff 1992). As
Fejes and Petrich (1993: 398) argue, “Homosexuality was portrayed at best as unhappiness,
sickness, or marginality, and at worst, perversion and an evil to be destroyed.” This means that
the portrayals of gays in the media reflected and reinforced social attitudes towards gays.
Social activism and gay rights in the United States has challenged Hollywood and
television’s portrayal of gay men (Fejes and Petrich 1993; Russo 1987). Gay and lesbian political
activists put pressure on film and television producers to stop the constant negative portrayals in
the post-Stonewall era of the 1970s and 1980s. While homophobic portrayals persisted, as the
gay community became more visible, more movies and television programs were produced with
openly gay characters. The National Gay Task Force (NGTF, later the National Lesbian and Gay
Task Force) protested the negative portrayal of homosexuality through a letter-writing campaign.
They also set up a media project that worked to change portrayals of gays in television and
worked with networks to minimize negative portrayals of gay men and homosexuality. The
efforts from the NGTF and other gay and lesbian media groups resulted in networks consulting
with gay groups before running programs that featured gays. Gay characters became included in
prime-time television. However, as in films, these portrayals provided only a heterosexual view
of gay men and were still often stereotypical (Dyer 2005; Russo 1987).
Portrayals of gays in the media shifted again in the 1980s as “the emergence of AIDS and
its implicit link with the gay male community, and development of conservative politicalreligious movements changes the context for homosexual representation” in films and television
(Fejes and Petrich 1993: 401; Russo 1987). Hollywood films have generally avoided the subject
of AIDS, but independent films often realistically deal with the impact of AIDS on the lives of
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gay men. In television, however, AIDS brought the issue of gay male sexual behavior to the
forefront as conservative political-religious movements such as the Moral Majority, the Coalition
for Better Television, and the American Family Association organized boycotts against sponsors
of television programs that showed gay men in what they considered to be a positive light.
Television networks have since struggled to please both the gay community and the religious
right in order to generate large audiences. Representation today is still problematic as gays
“rarely are presented as members of a larger homosexual community,” are “secondary or
occasional characters who exist primarily in a heterosexual environment,” and are often “desexed and without desire” due to the lack of physical or sexual behavior between gay characters
on television (Fejes and Petrich 1993: 402; Russo 1987; Satuloff 1992). This history shows the
complicated and intricate relationships of social activism, gay rights, homophobia, and the
portrayals of gays in mass media as heterosexual perceptions of homosexuality and social and
political movements have influenced media content just as that same media content “influences
our understanding of the social world” (Croteau and Hoynes 2003: 227).

Explaining Homophobia
Past research has identified numerous demographic factors that influence people’s
homophobic attitudes. Studies have found that males are more homophobic than females (Britton
1990; Swank and Raiz 2007). Some studies indicate that African Americans and Latinos are
slightly more homophobic than Whites while others have failed to find a racial difference
(Swank and Raiz 2007). Older and less educated people have been found to be more homophobic
(Britton 1990). Supporting traditional sex roles, sexual conservatism, and religiosity have also

4
been shown to be related to homophobia (Britton 1990; Swank and Raiz 2007). Being single and
rural residence or upbringing increases homophobia (Britton 1990; Swank and Raiz 2007).
Other factors also play a role in influencing homophobia. Heterosexuals who feel that their
identity is threatened by homosexuality are more homophobic while people with previous
positive interaction with homosexuals are less homophobic (Britton 1990; Swank and Raiz
2007). Furthermore, these factors may have a more significant role in influencing homophobia
than demographic factors. Swank and Raiz (2007) found that after including attitudinal factors
into their analysis, the significance of race, gender, and urban living decreased. They concluded
that non-Whites, males, and rural residence are not intrinsically related to homophobia. Instead,
they argue that “any apparent links are probably because of the reality that people who occupy
these social locations may be drawn to greater conservative gender or religious beliefs, have less
contact with homosexuals, and sit in a more homophobic network of friends and family
members” (Swank and Raiz 2007: 270). My research examines the media as another factor that
influences homophobia.

Why Media Matters

People in the United States, particularly young people, consume much mass media. Fouts
and Inch (2008:36) estimated that “adolescents and young adults spend approximately 20-23
hours a week or approximately 20% of their awake-time watching television.” The 2014 Nielsen
Media Universe Report shows how people’s everyday lives and digital lives are completely
intertwined. Movies and television shows have become primary sources of information and
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socialization, especially for heavy viewers who spend more than 38 hours a week watching
movies or television shows (The Nielsen Company 2014). Because so many people own
televisions and other devices such as smartphones and tablets that allow people to consume
television programs, spend many hours watching movies and television shows, and because mass
media affects how we interact with others, it becomes an important means of studying attitudes
toward gays.
Queer theorists such as Dean Spade (2011) critique gay activism for relying on legal
reform because he argues this cannot affect the kind of change that will benefit all gays.
Inclusion-based legal reform only privileges the least marginalized while leaving others even
more vulnerable. Thus, we need other methods besides legal reform to change society,
particularly methods that can get at changing societal values. If, as research on media has
suggested, movies and television shows have the potential to influence cultural values, then the
media is one possible way to effect change that can benefit all gay people.

Negative Messages in Media

What messages about gays are being sent by mainstream media? Both Moddelmog
(2009) and Dyer (2005) point out several negative ways that gays are depicted in movies.
Moddelmog identifies three “unspoken rules” for homosexuality in movies:
(1) a same-sex romance must feature white actors, and (2) the romantic same-sex
relationship must be portrayed as having little or no sexual desire, or (3) if samesex desire is shown, it must occur outside the context of a committed relationship
or one of the lovers must die. (Moddelmog 2009: 164)
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Each of these rules is a way that mainstream media determines who counts as gay. It erases gays
of color and gays in committed relationships while making all same-sex desire seem undesirable.
Thus, these movies reflect racial social inequalities in our society in addition to sexuality
inequalities while reproducing heteronormativity (Croteau and Hoynes 2003; Rogers 1999).
Films struggle with how to depict gayness since everyone working to put together the
film is “working with a tradition, a set of conventions, which are imbued with meaning that she
or he cannot change, and indeed of which she or he is most likely not aware” (Dyer 2005:15); it
becomes difficult for gayness to be accurately expressed in films. Dyer (2005: 16) says that films
are made “within a straight framework.” Thus, heteronormative views of gays are privileged in
the media while the views of gays themselves are absent. This means that it is not enough just to
include gays in the media or in the production process. We also need to change the straight
framework that these movies are made within to truly challenge heteronormativity.
Here Dyer (2005) is making reference to the production and producers of media texts.
While we may think that the directors and possibly the actors are the only ones responsible for
creating movies, Becker (1982) explains that the production of art is actually a collective activity
that includes many more people. By looking at the credits, we can see how many people are
involved in making a movie or television show. Becker argues that producing art is a collective
activity that occurs within art worlds, the social world in which individuals are connected by the
work they do to produce art. Dyer expands on Becker’s ideas by saying that art worlds do not
just include people but are shaped by a straight framework, traditions, and norms. Cultural texts
must conform to conventions and standards or risk getting left out (Becker 1982).
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Media as a Positive Force

Media is a force that can be used to influence people’s attitudes about themselves and
others. Martins and Harrison (2012) conducted research to analyze the long-term effects of
television exposure on global self-esteem using a longitudinal panel survey of elementary school
children. They found that television exposure was related to a decrease in self-esteem for White
girls, Black girls, and Black boys and an increase in self-esteem for White boys (Martins and
Harrison 2012). This suggests that television in general has a positive effect for majority groups
while also having a negative effect on minority groups (Martins and Harrison 2012). If television
has a negative effect on the minority-identity status groups of girls and Blacks, than it may also
have a negative effect on gays, another minority-identity status group.
Fouts and Inch’s (2008) work shows that gay characters on television and movies can
reach a greater audience because so many young people already spend their time watching them.
Fisher et al. (2007:169) argued that “media – by depicting sexual scenarios that people might not
be able to see anywhere else – provide scripts for enacting various sexual behaviors such as
people having sex with a new partner.” This is especially important for teenagers since they may
not have a lot of experience with sexuality but are forming their sexual identities. Thus, the
television shows and movies have the potential to provide a space for young people to explore
and challenge sexuality.
Fisher et al. (2007) found that about one in five teenagers’ most important source of
sexual information was entertainment such as movies and television programs. Similarly, Evans
(2007:12) found that “ninety percent of the teens interviewed agreed that, as they were coming to
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terms with their identity, they were specifically watching television looking for gay and lesbian
characters as acknowledgement of who they were.” Evans also interviewed adults and found that
they would have felt more comfortable with themselves and with coming out today because there
are more positive images in the media than there were when they were coming out.
Positive representations in the media have been found to be important for heterosexual
viewers as well. This is equally important because the media can reach people who are
heterosexist; it can influence people without them even realizing it. Bonds-Raacke et al. (2007)
conducted a survey study that found a positive correlation between recalling a positive or
negative portrayal of gays in the media and later attitudes toward gays. This suggests “the huge,
potential influence of the entertainment industry on the general public’s attitudes towards
homosexuality. Specifically, it seems that recalling a positive portrayal of a homosexual
character from the media can contribute to a positive change in attitudes toward real gay men”
(29). This means that the media actually has the potential power to influence people’s
perceptions of real gays. This study is limited, however, because it relies on retrospective
accounts of viewing portrayals of gay characters. Showing an association between retrospective
accounts and attitudes does not establish that these portrayals actually cause these attitudes.
Rather, it could be that people with negative attitudes are more likely to consume films and
television shows with negatively portrayed gay characters.
Similarly, Calzo and Ward (2009) conducted survey research to explore the connections
between media use and college students’ attitudes towards homosexuality. They took into
account the different types of media and the genre of media that participants had been most
exposed to when analyzing their attitudes towards homosexuality. This way, they were able to
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study whether the type of media a college student watched and the genre of media that they
watched influenced their attitudes towards homosexuality. They also looked for gender and race
differences. They did not, however, directly expose participants to media clips. Since their
results are based on what media the participants watched independently of this study, it falls into
the same problem as the study by Bonds-Raacke et al. Thus, while these results do contribute
towards understanding media use and attitudes towards homosexuality, they fail to show that
these media habits influence people’s attitudes.
Levina, Waldo, and Fitzgerald (2000) analyzed the effects of visual media on attitudes
toward gays through an experimental design by exposing research participants to an anti-gay
video, a pro-gay video, or a neutral video. The anti-gay video included attacks on including
sexual orientation in the federal anti-discrimination law. It also focused on “diffusing myths
about homosexuality” (Levina, Waldo, and Fitzgerald 2000: 745). The pro-gay video gave an
account of parents coming to terms with having a gay or lesbian child. The neutral video was
about domestic violence and did not include any gay or lesbian content. These videos are more
likely to be watched by people who already agree with the messages being sent. After all, these
types of videos are not typically watched for entertainment the way that movies and television
shows are. Therefore, even though Levina, Waldo, and Fitzgerald (2000) found that participants
who watched the anti-gay video displayed the most negative attitudes towards gays and that
participants who watched the pro-gay video displayed the most positive attitudes towards gays,
these results cannot be generalized to other media sources. Furthermore, they are limited in their
application since heterosexist people are not likely to watch pro-gay videos even if more of them
are made.

10
Another study conducted by Golom and Mohr (2011) examined the effect of male-male
homoerotic imagery on heterosexuals’ attitudes towards gay men through an experimental
design. In this study, they directly showed either male-male erotica or male-female erotica to
participants and then measured their attitudes towards gay men (Golom & Mohr, 2011). Again,
this study is limited because heterosexist people and men who are not attracted to men are
unlikely to watch male-male erotica. Thus, even if watching male-male erotica makes one
develop more positive attitudes towards gay men, the application of these results would be
limited since men who are not attracted to men are not likely to watch it.
Movies and television shows do not have this problem, however, because mainstream
movies and television shows are made for a straight audience (Dyer, 2005). These media are
more likely to have the ability to reach heterosexist people and then influence their attitudes as
other research has shown. This means that it is important to set up an experiment where
participants are directly exposed to movie or television show clips portraying gays and to
measure attitudes towards gays. Based on these past research studies, I will be drawing on major
sociological concepts to make this argument, as I discuss in Chapter Two.

CHAPTER TWO
THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS

Several theoretical perspectives in sociology underpin my analysis in this project. I will
describe symbolic interactionism, queer theory, feminist theory, and media studies and how they
provide a framework for this project.

Symbolic Interactionism and Gender as Performance

Symbolic interactionists argue that knowledge is actually created by symbols, which can
then be used to convey ideas and knowledge to others through interactions (Mead 1962). Thus,
media portrayals of gays are understood as symbols that send knowledge or ideas to viewers.
Socialization refers to the process by which people acquire knowledge from others. Individuals
become aware of social norms and then learn to adopt these as their own and behave
accordingly. People are socialized into social norms such as heterosexuality (Rich 1980). Though
this socialization occurs in many ways, negative media portrayals of gays are one way that
knowledge is conveyed through symbols so that people understand that society values
heterosexuality over other sexualities. The media as interaction operates as a vehicle for
individuals to understand themselves and their identity as gays and as a vehicle for others
understanding gays.
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Goffman (1959) understood interactions as performances, meaning that the way we talk,
dress, act, and so forth constitute ways in which we project our idea of self, our identity. Actors
and actresses in movies and television shows put on a performance that, because media is a
business, is dependent on what sells and on what people want to watch. This performance also
sends a message to the audience, which affects their interactions and how they respond to the
performance of the actors. Thus, how people interact with others is determined in part by
stereotypes about themselves and others, but their performances as such also contribute to
stereotypes. This occurs because performance brings about the emergence of norms such as
heteronormativity (Goffman 1959).
Much queer theory expands upon symbolic interactionism, incorporating gender and
sexuality into the analysis of performance. For example, in our society, males are expected to
speak, dress, and otherwise act out masculinity in order to convey to others that they are men.
Trans- people, drag kings and queens, and other gender queer individuals will often act out the
gender of the other sex in order to convey their identity as such. Even when people’s bodies align
with their gender expressions, they are still putting on a performance. Regardless of their body, if
a person wishes to convey a feminine identity they will still do the same things such as putting
on make-up, having long hair, putting on feminine clothing, and otherwise acting feminine.
Everyone is always playing at “doing gender” (West & Zimmerrman 1987).
In this way, gender is performative (Butler 1993, 2008, 2011). Doing or performing
gender does not reveal our gender; it creates gender. Butler (2008: 24) explains that “there is no
gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by
the very ‘expressions’ of gender that are said to be its result.” We are always imitating gender,
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but there is no underlying “real” gender and nothing underlying performance. Masculinity does
not belong to males and femininity does not belong to females. This is what Butler (2008: 195)
means when she explains that gender is a copy of a copy for which there is no original and that
there is no “doer behind the deed, but that the doer is variably constructed in and through the
deed.” Acting in a gendered way is not the result of being that gender but rather how gender is
created.
This is strongly related to sexuality as well. Butler (1993, 2008, 2011) argues that gender
is performative, and so is sexuality. In fact, Butler (1993, 2008, 2011) argues that sex, gender,
and heterosexuality have to be constantly imitated in order to achieve their supposed naturalness
and normative status. Heterosexuality is also repetitive in order to constitute itself as the original
and normative sexuality. In other words, these identities do not exist prior to the performance of
these identities (Pascoe 2005). Gays may act out heterosexuality in order to pass as heterosexual.
In this case, they are putting on a heterosexual performance and hiding their sexuality. Acting
stereotypically gay is also a way to be easily identified as gay.

Feminist Theory

Many of the negative and stereotypical portrayals of gays in the media work to convey
the message that their sexuality is deviant, much like Collins’s (1990) concept of controlling
images. Collins (1990) would argue that this is an important aspect of the oppression gays face
because of the ways that sexuality is linked to power. Just as Black women’s sexualities are
evaluated along the symbolic dimension based on controlling images such as the “hoochie”
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image that depict Black women as having a deviant sexuality, gay men’s sexuality is evaluated
along the symbolic dimension based on stereotypical images such as gays being promiscuous
and non-monogamous, also a deviant sexuality. Collins (2009:77) argued that “these controlling
images are designed to make racism, sexism, poverty, and other forms of social injustice appear
to be natural, normal, and inevitable parts of everyday life.” Just as Collins (2009) argued that
controlling images justify Black women’s oppression by making it seem natural, the stereotypes
mentioned above justify the oppression of gays. Furthermore, these are reinforced through social
institutions that reproduce heterosexism on the structural dimension. For gays this may occur
through the federal government not recognizing gay marriages because gays are not considered
to be able to have monogamous, long-term relationships. Such controlling images are reproduced
in the media, which reinforces viewers’ limited understanding of gays and their prejudice against
them (Collins 2009). This is why it is important to further analyze the effect that these
controlling images, or stereotypes, have on viewers.

Media Studies

The relationship between culture, individuals, and ideology is important when studying
media (Bourdieu 1977, 1984; Giddens 1979, 1984). Media texts denote explicit meanings and
connote implicit meanings. For example, in the movie Adam & Steve, there are several scenes of
Steve going into the gym showers where he has sex with different men (Chester 2003).
Understanding that he is doing this to have sex with different men is the explicit meaning. The
implicit meaning that in encoded into the movie, however, is the replication of the stereotype that
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all gay men, not just Steve, are promiscuous. Ideologies are messages about how society should
be ordered and why that particular order is best. They explain and justify any different social
arrangements and are encoded into the implicit meanings of media texts. Hegemonic messages
are ideological messages that justify the social arrangements that privilege the elite. Seemingly
commonsense assumptions such as women are naturally better nurturers than men or that gay
men are more effeminate than heterosexual men are examples of hegemonic ideas. In addition to
justifying the positions and actions of the elite, they also frame this as natural or better for
everyone. Because media messages reproduce social inequalities, it is important to analyze the
way that ideologies are implicitly encoded into media texts (Croteau and Hoynes 2003; Hall
1980).
Croteau and Hoynes (2003) argue that social inequalities are reflected in the media such
that minorities are represented in stereotypical ways or not at all. Symbolic annihilation is the
idea that minorities are invisible in the media in the sense that they are not included or they are
only visible in extremely stereotypical ways. This is one way that social inequalities are
represented in the media.
Structure is a reoccurring pattern of social behavior that constrains human action
(Bourdieu 1977, 1984; Giddens 1979, 1984). The structures in our society are reproduced in the
media, so it is important to discuss structures that are relevant to the lives of gays. Of particular
interest are heteronormativity and compulsory heterosexuality (Rich 1980; Yep 2008). Our
heteronormative society constrains individuals by expecting everyone to conform to
heterosexuality and oppressing all other sexualities. This is a social inequality because
heterosexuals are privileged based on their sexuality due to these ideologies. The flip side of

16
social structures is agency. Agency is independent action in the sense that it is intentional and
undetermined (Bourdieu 1977, 1984; Giddens 1979, 1984). It can maintain the social structure,
but it can also challenge and alter it.
Media texts such as movies and television shows are polysemic (Croteau and Hoynes
2003). This means that they can be interpreted in multiple ways and can have multiple meanings.
This is the result of people having different sets of interpretive resources. Interpretive resources
consist of the memories, experiences, knowledge, values, etc., that we bring to media texts that
contribute to our understanding of them. Media audiences do not just passively receive media
messages, rather they can actively respond, decode, and interpret them based on their own
experiences, opinions, and other interpretive resources (Croteau and Hoynes 2003). This does
not mean that audiences are immune to potentially negative messages in the media, though. It
means that the relationship between structure and agency in the media and the relationship
between the messages encoded into the media and the audience’s interpretations or decoding of
those messages are very complex (Croteau and Hoynes 2003; Hall 1980). Thus, a content
analysis of portrayals of gays in movies and television shows is not enough. It is also important
to study how people respond to these portrayals and how these texts influences their perceptions
of gays. While individuals may have unique responses to media texts, audiences in general
respond in a patterned way. I am interested in analyzing the patterned responses viewers have in
terms of their perceptions of gays based on portrayals of gays in movies and television shows.
The media can be used for social change (Croteau and Hoynes 2003). The continuing rise
of mass media presents the possibility of being exposed to a multiplicity of viewpoints. Even
though mainstream media currently relies on stereotypes when depicting gay characters, this
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does not have to always be the case. Consumers do have some agency and can take advantage of
this to pressure media companies to change the way they portray gays. Similarly, even though
society is currently structured in a heteronormative way, this does not always have to be the case.
People can use their agency to enact social change. One way to do this is through the media.
Since the media has the ability to reach a great number of people and can possibly influence their
attitudes, the media is one way that people can work to change attitudes towards gays.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS

Do the messages sent about gay people in movies and television shows influence
people’s attitudes towards gays? I conducted a pretest-posttest experiment to test if exposure to a
stereotypical clip influences participants such that they have more negative attitudes towards
gays and if exposure to a non-stereotypical clip influences participants such that they have more
positive attitudes towards gays. An experiment is fitting because it allowed me to manipulate and
control the main independent or causal variable, which in this case is exposure to the clip. Since
an experiment allowed me to manipulate the order by showing a clip and then asking participants
their views, I can demonstrate correct temporal ordering. This means that if there is a change in
views about gays between the pretest and the posttest, it is likely due to the exposure to the clip
that I showed.

Procedure

As soon as I obtained approval to conduct this research from the Institutional Review
Board (IRB), I sent out a link to the first part of my survey, the pretest, to various professors
asking them to distribute the link to their students. Participants took the pretest using an online
survey program called Qualtrics. This questionnaire was intended to measure participants’
attitudes towards gays. It also asked participants about their movies and television show viewing
habits (see Appendix A).
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After the pretest had been active for one week, I imported the results into SPSS. I
randomly assigned participants to treatment groups using GraphPad. This is a website that
randomly assigns subjects to treatment groups. I inserted the number of subjects I wanted in each
treatment group and the number of treatment groups I had, and then it randomly put each subject
into a group. Randomly assigning participates to treatment groups helps counter possible
selection bias and contributes to nonspuriousness in my research. It established that the
association between the independent variable and the dependent variable is not spurious and
controls for exogenous causes. I then emailed each participant the link to either the stereotypical
treatment group posttest survey or the non-stereotypical treatment group posttest survey
depending on their assignment.
Participants watched a clip and took the posttest using Qualtrics as well. The participants
assigned to the non-stereotypical treatment group watched a clip that depicts gays in a nonstereotypical way. The participants assigned to the stereotypical treatment group watched a clip
that depicts gays in a stereotypical way. Immediately following exposure to the treatment
conditions, all participants again completed the ATG subscale. The results were again imported
into SPSS. This procedure was repeated as more participants responded such that all participants
were emailed the second part of this study approximately one week after completing the first
part. The results were combined and analyzed together.
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Measures

The dependent variable is attitudes towards gays. I measured this using the Attitudes
Towards Gays (ATG) subscale developed by Gregory M. Herek (1997). I used the revised short
version #1 because research has shown that it is highly correlated with the long version. The
subscale has five items. These items are the following: 1) I think male homosexuality is
disgusting, 2) male homosexuality is a perversion, 3) male homosexuality is a natural expression
of sexuality in men (reverse-scored), 4) sex between two men is just plain wrong, and 5) male
homosexuality is merely a different kind of lifestyle that should not be condemned (reversescored) (Herek 1997). Participants respond using strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor
disagree, agree, or strongly disagree. Their responses were scored on a five-point scale and then
totaled for a final attitude score ranging from 5 to 25.
The independent variable is the portrayal of gay men in a movie clip. I purposely chose to
use clips from the same movie so that my results are not affected by having different characters
in each clip. Adam & Steve, the movie that both clips came from, is not a mainstream, popular
film. Therefore, it is likely that the participants in the study would not have already seen the film,
so they would not have any preconceived notions about the film or the characters. If participants
had already seen the movie, that could influence how the clip affects their perceptions of gays
because there are both stereotypical and non-stereotypical portrayals in this movie.
The negative clip I used consists of several scenes from the movie Adam & Steve
(Chester 2003). Each of these scenes features a reference to Steve, a gay man, being promiscuous
and non-monogamous, including discussions about him having sex with different men in the
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gym shower every night and scenes of him in the gym shower with different men. Portraying gay
men as promiscuous is a stereotype that other researchers have identified as common in movies
and television shows and as harmful (Moddelmog 2009).
The positive clip from Adam & Steve (Chester 2003) that I used is the end of the movie
when Adam and Steve get married. I chose to use this scene because it gives the gay characters a
happy ending, in contrast to the negative stereotype that gay characters have a tragic ending
(Moddelmog 2009). Adam’s family is cursed with bad luck, which ends when the two characters
marry. This theme of love having magical powers is something that is usually reserved only for
heterosexual couples.

CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS

Participant Demographics

In total, there were 62 participants in my study. There were a few more females than
males; 35 (56.5%) of the participants were female while 27 (43.5%) were male. The average age
of respondents was 23 years old with all respondents being between 18 and 45 years old. In
terms of race, 3 (4.8%) were Asian, 5 (8.1%) were Black, 6 (9.7%) were Hispanic or Latino, 39
(62.9%) were White, and 9 (14.5%) identified as multiracial. Most of the respondents identified
as heterosexual (50 or 80.6%). Most respondents identified as Christian (33 or 53.2%) while 23
(37.1%) identified as atheist, agnostic, or as having no religion and 4 (6.4%) identified as some
other religion (see Table 1).
Table 1: Participant Demographics
Demographic
Sex
Female
Male
Race
Asian
Black
Hispanic/Latino
White
Multiracial
Religion
Christian
Atheist/Agnostic/None
Other
Total

N

Percent

35
27

56.5
43.5

3
5
6
39
9

4.8
8.1
9.7
62.9
14.5

33
23
4
62

53.2
37.1
6.4
100

23
Attitudes Towards Gays in the Pretest

In the first part of the experiment, the pretest, I measured participants’ attitudes towards
gays using the Attitudes Towards Gays (ATG) subscale (Herek 1997). Scores ranged from 5 to
20, where lower scores represent more positive attitudes towards gays and higher scores
represent more negative attitudes towards gays. As shown in Table 2, the average score was 8.79
with a standard deviation of 3.536. Since this is a relatively low average, it means that
participants generally expressed positive attitudes towards gays. Participants demonstrated the
most positive attitudes when asked if they thought male homosexuality was disgusting, as the
average score was 1.46, and the most negative attitudes when asked if they thought male
homosexuality was a natural expression in men, as the average score was 2.51. This means that
participants generally disagreed that male homosexuality is disgusting and agreed or were neutral
regarding the idea that male homosexuality is a natural expression of sexuality in men.
As I discussed earlier, past research has demonstrated that sex, race, age, religion, and
education level influence people to be homophobic (Britton 1990; Swank and Raiz 2007). In
order to determine if this held true for my study, I ran cross tabulations to analyze whether there
was a significant difference in participants’ total attitudes towards gay men in the pretest based
on these demographics. Table 3 shows the relationship between participants’ gender and total
attitudes towards gay men in the pretest. We can see that of all the respondents who indicated
very positive attitudes towards gay men in the pretest, 23 were female while only 11 were male.
The proportion of respondents with very positive attitudes towards gay men in the pretest who
are male is 32.4% while 67.6% are female. The proportion of males with very positive attitudes
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Table 2: Participant Attitudes Towards Gay Men in Pretest

Male homosexuality is disgusting
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Male homosexuality is a perversion
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Male homosexuality is a natural expression of sexuality
in men
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Sex between two men is just plain wrong
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Male homosexuality is merely a different kind of
lifestyle that should not be condemned
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total Attitudes Towards Gay Men in Pretest

N

Percent

41
12
8
0
0

66.1
19.4
12.9
0.0
0.0

42
10
8
2
0

67.7
16.1
12.9
3.2
0.0

3
6
25
12
15

4.8
9.7
40.3
19.4
24.2

36
14
7
4
0

58.1
22.6
11.3
6.5
0.0

1
1
9
14
36
-

1.6
1.6
14.5
22.6
58.1
-

Mean

Standard
Deviation

1.46

0.721

1.52

0.844

2.51

1.120

1.66

0.929

1.64

0.913

8.79

3.536

25
towards gay men is 40.7% while the proportion of females is 67.7%. In other words, this
suggests that females are more likely to have positive attitudes towards gay men than males. The
Pearson chi-square p-value of 0.036 indicates that there was a significant difference in females’
and males’ attitudes towards gay men. As Table 3 shows, females are more likely to have very
positive attitudes towards gay men. This is consistent with findings from past research (Britton
1990; Swank and Raiz 2007).

Table 3: Cross Tabulation for Gender and Total Attitudes Towards Gay Men in Pretest
gender
female
Total Attitudes

Very Positive

Count

male

Total

23

11

34

Towards Gay

% within total attitudes

67.6%

32.4%

100.0%

Men in Pretest

% within gender

67.6%

40.7%

55.7%

% of Total

37.7%

18.0%

55.7%

7

9

16

% within total attitudes

43.8%

56.3%

100.0%

% within gender

20.6%

33.3%

26.2%

% of Total

11.5%

14.8%

26.2%

2

7

9

22.2%

77.8%

100.0%

% within gender

5.9%

25.9%

14.8%

% of Total

3.3%

11.5%

14.8%

2

0

2

100.0%

0.0%

100.0%

% within gender

5.9%

0.0%

3.3%

% of Total

3.3%

0.0%

3.3%

34

27

61

55.7%

44.3%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

55.7%

44.3%

100.0%

Positive

Neutral

Count

Count
% within total attitudes

Negative

Count
% within total attitudes

Total

Count
% within total attitudes
% within gender
% of Total
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I found no relationship between race and attitudes towards gay men as the Pearson chisquare p-value of 0.335 is quite large. This means that respondents’ race did not influence their
attitudes towards gay men. I did, however, find a relationship between religion and attitudes
towards gay men. The Pearson chi-square p-value was 0.002. This means that respondents’
religion has a strong influence on their attitudes towards gay men. Table 4 shows the cross
tabulation of religion to attitudes towards gay men. We can see that respondents who identify as
not having a religion, atheist, or agnostic are likely to have very positive attitudes towards gay
men. While religious people also tended to demonstrate very positive attitudes towards gay men,
they were also more likely than people with no religion, atheists, and agnostic people to have
positive, neutral, or negative attitudes.

Table 4: Cross Tabluation for Religion and Total Attitudes Towards Gay Men in Pretest
Religion

Total
Attitudes
Towards
Gay Men
in Pretest

Very
Positive

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Total

Count
% within total attitudes
% within religion
% of total
Count
% within total attitudes
% within religion
% of total
Count
% within total attitudes
% within religion
% of total
Count
% within total attitudes
% within religion
% of total
Count
% within total attitudes
% within religion
% of total

Christian

Hindu

Islam/
Muslim

Other

15
44.1%
46.9%
24.6%
9
56.3%
28.1%
14.8%
7
77.8%
21.9%
11.5%
1
50.0%
3.1%
1.6%
32
52.5%
1000%
52.5%

1
2.9%
100%
1.6%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
1
1.6%
100%
1.6%

0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
1
50.0%
100.0%
1.6%
1
1.6%
100.0%
1.6%

2
5.9%
100%
3.3%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
2
3.3%
100%
3.3%

None/
Atheist/
Agnostic
15
44.1%
65.2%
24.6%
6
37.5%
26.1%
9.8%
2
22.2%
8.7%
3.3%
0
0.0%
0.0%
0.0%
23
37.7%
100%
37.7%

Total
33
100%
55.7%
55.7%
16
100%
26.2%
26.2%
9
100%
14.8%
14.8%
2
100%
3.3%
3.3%
61
100%
100%
100%
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Attitudes Towards Gays in the Posttest

In the second part of the experiment, the posttest, I randomly assigned participants to
treatment groups. Participants watched either a non-stereotypical clip of gay men or a
stereotypical clip of gay men as described earlier. After this, I again measured participants’
attitudes towards gays using the ATG subscale (Herek 1997). As Table 5 shows, there were 29
(46.8%) participants who watched the non-stereotypical clip and 32 (51.6%) participants who
watched the stereotypical clip. The average score for all participants in the posttest was 8.82 with
a standard deviation of 3.619. This suggests that while participants generally expressed positive
attitudes towards gays, their attitudes were overall less positive after watching either clip.
Participants demonstrated the most positive attitudes when asked if they thought male
homosexuality was a perversion, as the average score was 1.54. As in the pretest, participants
demonstrated the most negative attitudes when asked if they thought male homosexuality was a
natural expression in men, as the average score was 2.46.

One-Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)

The one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) is used to determine if there is a significant
difference in independent groups. In this case, I used it to test if there was a significant difference
in participants’ attitudes towards gay men in the posttest between the stereotypical treatment
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Table 5: Attitudes Towards Gay Men in Posttest

Male homosexuality is disgusting
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Male homosexuality is a perversion
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Male homosexuality is a natural expression
of sexuality in men
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Sex between two men is just plain wrong
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Male homosexuality is merely a different
kind of lifestyle that should not be
condemned
Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree
Total Attitudes Towards Gay Men in
Posttest

N

Percent

26
6
5
2
0

41.9
9.7
8.1
3.2
0.0

26
6
6
1
0

41.9
9.7
9.7
1.6
0.0

2
3
16
8
10

3.2
4.8
25.8
12.9
16.1

23
9
6
1
0

37.1
14.5
9.7
1.6
0.0

0
2
3
13
21

0.0
3.2
4.8
21.0
33.9

-

-

Mean

Standard
Deviation

1.56

0.912

1.54

0.854

2.46

1.120

1.62

0.847

1.64

0.843

8.82

3.619
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group and in the non-stereotypical treatment group. For overall attitudes towards gay men, the
mean score for participants in the non-stereotypical treatment group was 9.33 while the mean
score for participants in the stereotypical treatment group was 8.38. The F-statistic is 0.665 and
the p-value is 0.420. This means that the probability of obtaining a test statistic as large or larger
than 0.665 if there was no mean difference between treatment groups would be 0.420 or 42%.
Since this is a relatively high p-value, it is likely that there was no difference between the means
of the treatment groups for overall attitudes towards gay men. This means that the clip
participants watched does not significantly explain the variation in participants’ attitudes towards
gays in the posttest.
The only individual statement of the ATG subscale with a significant difference in scores
based on treatment group was participants’ attitudes about whether male homosexuality is simply
a different kind of lifestyle that should not be condemned. For this, the mean score for
participants in the non-stereotypical treatment group was 1.94 while the mean score for
participants in the stereotypical treatment group was 1.38. The F-statistic is 4.765 and the pvalue is 0.035. This means that the probability of obtaining a test statistic as large or larger than
4.765 if there was no mean difference between treatment groups would be 0.035 or 0.035%.
Since this is a small p-value, it is likely that there was a difference between the means of the
treatment groups for attitudes about whether male homosexuality is simply a different kind of
lifestyle that should not be condemned. This means that the clip participants watched only
significantly explains the variation in participants’ attitudes in the posttest about whether male
homosexuality is simply a different kind of lifestyle that should not be condemned. However,
since the mean for the non-stereotypical treatment group is higher than the mean for the

30
stereotypical treatment group, this means that participants in the former group expressed more
negative attitudes than participants in the latter group, which is the opposite of what I expected.
The results of the ANOVA results are summarized in Table 6.

Table 6: ANOVA Results
Sum of Squares
Male homosexuality Between Groups
is disgusting

Mean Square

.002

1

.002

Within Groups

31.587

37

.854

Total

31.590

38

.176

1

.176

Within Groups

27.516

37

.744

Total

27.692

38

.748

1

.748

46.944

37

1.269

47.692

38

.001

1

.001
.736

Male homosexuality Between Groups
is a perversion

Df

Male homosexuality Between Groups
is a natural

Within Groups

expression of

Total

sexuality in men
Sex between two

Between Groups

men is just plain

Within Groups

27.230

37

wrong

Total

27.231

38

3.078

1

3.078

23.897

37

.646

26.974

38

8.791

1

8.791
13.215

Male homosexuality Between Groups
is merely a different Within Groups

F

Sig.
.003

.958

.237

.629

.589

.448

.001

.977

4.765

.035

.665

.420

kind of lifestyle that Total
should not be
condemned
Total Attitudes

Between Groups

Towards Gay Men

Within Groups

488.952

37

in Posttest

Total

497.744

38
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ANOVA Using Gain Statistics

By creating gain statistics, I was able to run an ANOVA test for changes in participants’
attitudes from the pretest to the posttest and treatment group. The gain statistics that I created
subtract participants’ pretest attitude scores from their posttest attitude scores. This means that it
indicates the increase in their attitude scores, so a positive gain score means that the participant
demonstrated more negative attitudes in the posttest than in the pretest while a negative gain
score means that the participant demonstrated more positive attitudes in the posttest than in the
pretest. The results from this ANOVA test indicate whether there is a statistically significant
difference in gain scores for each treatment group. In other words, it examines if the mean
difference between participants’ pretest and posttest attitudes towards gays is significantly
different for each treatment group. Using ANOVA with gain scores takes participants’ pretest
scores into account when examining differences between the mean attitude scores of the two
treatment groups.
I calculated gain scores for the overall attitudes and for each individual statement of the
ATG subscale. For overall attitudes towards gay men, the mean score for participants in the nonstereotypical treatment group was 1.1667 while the mean score for participants in the
stereotypical treatment group was -0.0952. This means that the attitudes of participants who
watched the non-stereotypical clip became more negative after watching the clip while the
attitudes of participants who watched the stereotypical clip became more positive after watching
the clip. This is the opposite of what I expected to occur. The F-statistic is 4.189 and the p-value
is 0.048. This means that the probability of obtaining a test statistic as large or larger than 4.189
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if there was no mean difference between treatment groups would be 0.048 or 4.8%. Since this is
a relatively low p-value, it is likely that there is a difference between the means of the treatment
groups. In other words, the clips influenced participants’ attitudes towards gays: watching the
non-stereotypical clip influenced participants to have more negative attitudes while watching the
stereotypical clip influenced participants to have more positive attitudes. So while I was correct
in thinking that the clips would influence participants’ attitudes, they did so in a way I did not
anticipate. The results of the ANOVA test using gain statistics are summarized in Table 7.
Table 7: ANOVA Using Gain Statistics Results

Sum of Squares
Male homosexuality Between Groups
is disgusting

Mean Square

.005

1

.005

Within Groups

11.738

37

.317

Total

11.744

38

.137

1

.137

Within Groups

15.452

37

.418

Total

15.590

38

.929

1

.929

17.071

37

.461

18.000

38

.549

1

.549
.535

Male homosexuality Between Groups
is a perversion

df

Male homosexuality Between Groups
is a natural

Within Groups

expression of

Total

sexuality in men
Sex between two

Between Groups

men is just plain

Within Groups

19.810

37

wrong

Total

20.359

38

Male homosexuality Between Groups

11.626

1

11.626

is merely a different Within Groups

39.143

37

1.058

50.769

38

15.434

1

15.434
3.684

F

Sig.
.017

.896

.329

.570

2.013

.164

1.026

.318

10.990

.002

4.189

.048

kind of lifestyle that Total
should not be
condemned
Total Attitudes

Between Groups

Towards Gay Men

Within Groups

136.310

37

in Posttest

Total

151.744

38
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Univariate Analysis of Variance (ANCOVA)

Univariate analysis of variance (ANCOVA) tests whether the interaction between two
independent or predictor variables has a significant effect on the dependent variable. In this case,
the independent variables were the treatment group a participant was placed in, so whether they
watched the non-stereotypical clip or the stereotypical clip, and the participants’ overall attitudes
towards gays in the pretest. By analyzing the interaction between these two variables and their
effect on participants’ overall attitudes towards gays in the posttest, we can examine if the link
between participants’ attitudes towards gays in the pretest and in the posttest varied based on
what clip they watched. This takes into account that non-stereotypical and stereotypical clips
may have a different magnitude of effect on participants’ attitudes. For example, it could be that
people’s attitudes are affected more by stereotypical portrayals than they are by watching nonstereotypical portrayals.
Table 8 shows that when we look only at the effect of treatment group on attitudes in the
posttest without accounting for the interaction of the treatment group and attitudes in the pretest,
the F-statistics of the treatment group is 4.4332 and the p-value is 0.049. Since this is a relatively
low p-value, it is likely that there is a relationship between the participants’ treatment group and
attitudes in the posttest. Taking into account the interaction of the treatment group and attitudes
in the pretest, however, explains a higher level of variation of attitudes in the posttest. The
interaction of the two independent variables has an F-statistic of 4.330 and a p-value of 0.009.
This means that the probability of obtaining a test statistic as large or larger than 4.330 if there
was no interaction between the treatment group and attitudes in the pretest would be 0.009 or
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0.09%. This is an even smaller p-value, which suggests the interaction between a participant’s
treatment group and attitudes in the pretest is needed in order to better understand the variation in
participants’ attitudes in the posttest. The R-squared statistic of 0.890 means that including the
interaction of a participant’s treatment group and attitudes in the pretest explains 89% of the
variation in participants’ attitudes in the posttest. All of this means that participants’ attitudes
towards gays after watching a clip can be explained by their attitudes before watching the clip
and the type of clip that they watched.
Table 8: ANCOVA Results

Dependent Variable: post_attitudes
Type III Sum of
Source

Squares

Df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

Corrected Model

442.970a

15

29.531

12.400

.000

Intercept

2473.363

1

2473.363

1038.586

.000

370.319

10

37.032

15.550

.000

Treatment

10.315

1

10.315

4.332

.049

pre_attitudes * treatment

41.244

4

10.311

4.330

.009

Error

54.774

23

2.381

Total

3532.000

39

497.744

38

pre_attitudes

Corrected Total

a. R-squared = .890 (Adjusted R-squared = .818)

This interaction term explains the effect of having particular attitudes towards gays in the
pretest and being in a particular treatment group on attitudes towards gays in the posttest. While
each of these independent variables may have a main effect on attitudes in the posttest, we must
consider their joint effect when they occur together to explain their additional effect. We can
understand the interaction effect by looking at specific instances as in Table 9 and by looking at
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it graphically as in Figure 1. The predicted value of attitudes in the posttest is 5.250 for a
participant in the non-stereotypical treatment group and 5.333 for a participant in the
stereotypical treatment group when that participant scored a 5 for attitudes towards gays in the
pretest. The predicted value of attitudes in the posttest is 7.500 for a participant in the nonstereotypical treatment group and 5.000 for a participant in the stereotypical treatment group
when that participant scored a 6 for attitudes towards gays in the pretest. The predicted value of
attitudes in the posttest is 9.750 for a participant in the non-stereotypical treatment group and
6.857 for a participant in the stereotypical treatment group when that participant scored a 7 for
attitudes towards gays in the pretest. The predicted value of attitudes in the posttest is 11.500 for
a participant in the non-stereotypical treatment group and 7.750 for a participant in the
stereotypical treatment group when that participant scored a 9 for attitudes towards gays in the
pretest. The predicted value of attitudes in the posttest is 10.000 for a participant in the nonstereotypical treatment group and 13.000 for a participant in the stereotypical treatment group
when that participant scored an 11 for attitudes towards gays in the pretest.
When looked at graphically, as in Figure 1, we can see that the relationship between
attitudes towards gays in the pretest and attitudes towards gays in the posttest were influenced by
the treatment group. For participants in the stereotypical treatment group, the more negative their
attitudes were before viewing the clip, the more negative their attitudes were after viewing the
clip. In other words, people predisposed to disliking gays found their views validated in the
stereotypical clip. In some cases, this even strengthened their negative views. For participants in
the non-stereotypical treatment group, however, as attitudes towards gays became more negative
before viewing the clip, attitudes towards gays fluctuated much more after watching the clip. In
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Table 9: Estimated Marginal Means of Attitudes Towards Gay Men in Posttest
Dependent Variable: post_attitudes
95% Confidence Interval

attitudes towards gay men in
pretest

Treatment

5

non-stereotypical

5.250

.772

3.654

6.846

Stereotypical

5.333

.891

3.490

7.176

non-stereotypical

7.500

1.091

5.243

9.757

Stereotypical

5.000

1.091

2.743

7.257

non-stereotypical

9.750

.772

8.154

11.346

Stereotypical

6.857

.583

5.651

8.064

non-stereotypical

7.000

1.543

3.808

10.192

.a

.

.

.

11.500

1.091

9.243

13.757

7.750

.772

6.154

9.346

non-stereotypical

10.000

1.091

7.743

12.257

Stereotypical

13.000

.891

11.157

14.843

non-stereotypical

17.000

1.543

13.808

20.192

a

.

.

.

14.000

1.543

10.808

17.192

.a

.

.

.

12.000

1.543

8.808

15.192

Stereotypical

.a

.

.

.

non-stereotypical

.a

.

.

.

14.000

1.543

10.808

17.192

.a

.

.

.

18.000

1.543

14.808

21.192

6

7

8

Stereotypical
9

non-stereotypical
Stereotypical

11

12

Stereotypical
13

non-stereotypical
Stereotypical

14

16

non-stereotypical

Stereotypical
17

non-stereotypical
Stereotypical

Mean

Std. Error

.

Lower Bound

Upper Bound

a. This level combination of factors is not observed, thus the corresponding population marginal mean is not
estimable.
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some cases, watching the non-stereotypical clip resulted in participants having more positive
attitudes towards gays, whereas in other cases it resulted in participants having more negative
attitudes towards gays. This means that there was much more variation in the way that
participants interpreted and were influenced by the non-stereotypical clip than by the
stereotypical clip.

Non-stereotypical

Stereotypical

ATTITUDES TOWARDS GAY MEN IN THE
POSTTEST

20
18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
5

6
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9
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11
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13

14

15

16

17

ATTITUDES TOWARDS GAY MEN IN THE PRETEST

Figure 1: Estimated Marginal Means of Attitudes Towards Gay Men in Posttest

The Legalization of Gay Marriage Throughout the United States

During the course of this study, there was a lot of discussion about gay marriage and it
was officially made legal throughout the United States on June 26, 2015. This may have
influenced participant’s attitudes towards gays, particularly since the non-stereotypical treatment
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group featured two gay men getting married. In order to examine if this event had any effect on
this experiment, I ran an ANOVA test to compare the attitudes of participants before the
Supreme Court legalized gay marriage throughout the United States with the attitudes of
participants after the Supreme Court legalized gay marriage throughout the United States.
In the pretest, participants who completed the pretest before June 26, 2015, had an
average attitude score of 8.03 while participants who completed the pretest after June 26, 2015,
had an average attitude score of 12.00. With a p-value of 0.029, this is a significant difference,
which suggests that the legalization of gay marriage did influence participants’ attitudes towards
gay men. However, only three participants completed the pretest after June 26, 2015. Since this
sample size is too small, I also ran an ANCOVA test to explore the influence of when
participants completed the posttest on their attitudes in the posttest.
The average attitude score for participants who completed the posttest before June 26,
2015, was 7.50 while the average attitude score for participants who completed it after June 26,
2015, was 10.21. With a p-value of 0.017, this is a significant difference between attitudes before
gay marriage was legalized and after. Thus, respondents expressed significantly more negative
attitudes towards gay men after gay marriage was legalized. Table 10 summarizes the influence
of the legalization of gay marriage on participants’ attitudes.
Figure 2 shows the relationship between the treatment group and when participants
completed the experiment. Participants in the non-stereotypical treatment group who completed
the experiment before gay marriage was legalized had an average attitude score of 8.67, but
those who completed it after had an average attitude score of 10.00. Participants in the
stereotypical treatment group who completed the experiment before gay marriage was legalized
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had an average attitude score of 6.55, but those who completed it after had an average attitude
score of 10.40. In other words, attitudes towards gay men were more negative after gay marriage
was legalized for both the stereotypical and non-stereotypical treatment groups; however, the
attitudes of participants in the stereotypical treatment group changed the most. This means that
participants in the stereotypical treatment group were influenced more by the legalization of gay
marriage.

Table 10: ANCOVA Including the Legalization of Gay Marriage Results
Date experiment
was completed

Treatment group

Mean

Standard
Error

7.50

0.763

95% Confidence
Interval
Lower
Upper
Bound
Bound
6.058
9.154

Non-stereotypical
Stereotypical

8.67
6.55
10.21

1.131
1.023
0.780

6.370
4.468
8.617

10.963
8.623
11.783

Non-stereotypical
Stereotypical

10.00
10.40

1.131
1.073

7.703
8.221

12.297
12.579

Before June 26,
2015

After June 26,
2015
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DATE EXPERIMENT WAS COMPLTED

Figure 2: Estimated Marginal Means Including the Legalization of Gay Marriage

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION

This research suggests that mass media such as movies and television shows do influence
people’s attitudes towards gays. I found that the change in participants’ attitudes towards gays
from the pretest to the posttest differed by the treatment group they were in. Both the
participants’ attitudes in the pretest and the treatment group they were assigned to ultimately
influenced their attitudes in the posttest. This suggests that the clip a person watches does indeed
influence their attitudes towards gay men, as I predicted.
When we examine how the average attitude scores in the posttest varied by treatment
group and attitude score in the pretest, we can see that for some specific pretest attitude scores,
participants demonstrated more negative attitudes in the stereotypical treatment group than in the
non-stereotypical treatment group, whereas for other specific pretest attitude scores, participants
demonstrated more negative attitudes in the non-stereotypical treatment group than in the
stereotypical treatment group. In some cases, participants who watched the stereotypical clip
demonstrated more positive attitudes in the posttest than in the pretest while participants in the
non-stereotypical treatment group demonstrated more negative attitudes in the posttest. I
hypothesized that the opposite of this would occur, however; it is possible that this is a result of
the fact that most of the participants in this study demonstrated generally positive attitudes in
both the pretest and the posttest. Thus, it could be that when people with positive attitudes
towards gays watch media that display gays in a stereotypical way, they recognize those
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portrayals as stereotypical and instead of being influenced to view gays negatively, they disagree
with stereotypes presented. Since I purposely chose an extremely stereotypical clip and
participants generally had positive attitudes towards gays, participants may recognize this
contrast between what they watched and their beliefs and so their attitudes did not become more
negative after watching a stereotypical clip.
Another possible explanation for why participants expressed more positive attitudes
towards gays after watching the stereotypical clip is that heterosexual people may feel more
comfortable when gay men are portrayed stereotypically. If gay men are portrayed to be different
and inferior to other men, then heterosexual viewers may feel more comfortable and thus express
more positive attitudes towards gays. If gay men are not portrayed to be any different to other
men and are shown as equals, then this may be interpreted as a challenge to heterosexual men’s
sexuality and gender expression. Other research studies have found that gay people find
portrayals of gay men as promiscuous, non-monogamous, and feminine to be negative and
harmful, but this may not apply to heterosexual people (Bonds-Raacke et al. 2007; Evans 2007).
Heterosexuals may instead prefer these portrayals because they reinforce heteronormativity. This
is consistent with findings from other researchers. Britton (1990) and Swank and Raiz (2007)
found that heterosexuals who feel that their identity is threatened by homosexuality are more
homophobic. Similarly, Martins and Harrison (2012) found that watching television has a
positive effect for majority groups, in this case heterosexuals, and a negative effect for minority
groups. Thus, heterosexual attitudes towards gay men may be more negative after watching a
non-stereotypical clip and more positive after watching a stereotypical clip because
heterosexuals prefer portrayals that reinforce heteronormativity.
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Participants generally expressed more negative attitudes in the posttest than in the pretest.
During the course of this study, there was a lot of discussion about gay marriage and it was
officially made legal throughout the United States on June 26, 2015. Since this is another factor
besides the treatment conditions that may have influenced participants’ attitudes, I ran an
ANCOVA test to compare attitudes before the legalization of gay marriage and after the
legalization of gay marriage. Overall, regardless of the treatment group they were in, participants
expressed more negative attitudes towards gay men if they completed the experiment after gay
marriage was legalized. It is possible that both the legalization of gay marriage and the political
discussion surrounding it influenced participants to respond with more negative attitudes,
particularly if gay marriage was something that they were against, unsure about, or were simply
tired of hearing about. Furthermore, it could be that while participants generally had positive
attitudes towards gays, they may still feel that marriage should be reserved for heterosexual
couples. This could also explain why participants expressed more negative attitudes towards
gays; their negative attitudes were a reflection of their feelings towards gay marriage, not their
attitudes towards gays.
Overall, for participants in the stereotypical treatment group, as attitudes towards gay
men in the pretest became more negative, so did their attitudes in the posttest. For participants in
the non-stereotypical treatment group, however, attitudes varied much more. The variation in
participants’ attitudes after watching the non-stereotypical clip suggest that participants decoded
and interpreted the non-stereotypical clip differently and in less predictable ways than they
interpreted the stereotypical clip. It shows the complexity of the relationship between the
messages encoded into the media and the audience’s interpretations or decoding of those
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messages (Croteau and Hoynes 2003; Hall 1980). This difference in how the clips influenced
audiences may be because it is easier for people to recognize blatantly negative or stereotypical
portrayals of gays than positive or non-stereotypical ones. This is consistent with the literature on
media portrayals of gays as there is a great deal of consensus and discussion about what’s
considered to be stereotypical and negative but is less specific about what counts as a nonstereotypical or positive. In fact, most researchers and theorists call for more diversity in
representations of gay men throughout all media, which is difficult to capture in one short clip.
These results speak to the importance of media in our society. Not only propaganda and
news media influence people’s attitudes towards gays (Levina, Waldo, and Fitzgerald 2000), but
so do the media that people watch primarily for entertainment. With more mainstream movies
and television shows being produced that include gays, we need to analyze their content, how
they portray gays, and how this influences their primarily heterosexual viewers. For gay activists,
this study shows that while the simple inclusion of gay characters in mainstream media may have
been a significant achievement in the past (Satuloff 1992), this is no longer the case; now it is
important to understand how gay characters are included and how it influences viewers in order
to use the media as a tool for increasing acceptance of gays. On the other hand, conservatives
who protest the inclusion of gay characters in mass media should also be interested in these
results as they show that including gay characters does not automatically increase acceptance of
gays as they may fear; again, different portrayals influence audiences in different ways.
Regardless, these findings show that we need more research on how audiences interpret media
clips involving gay characters. How participants interpret media clips is crucial to understanding
how different media portrayals influence the viewers’ attitudes.
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First, it would be beneficial to expand this research study to include clips portraying
lesbians, bisexuals, and transgender people to show how the media influences people’s attitudes
toward other sexual minorities and examine possible differences in attitudes towards them.
Furthermore, a focus group conducted to understand how audiences interpret media clips
involving gay characters would provide researchers with a greater understanding about how
portrayals influence viewers. It could also lead to insight about what portrayals can increase or
decrease positive attitudes towards gays.
There were several limitations to this study. While these limitations do not mean that the
results from this study in error, they do suggest ways that this study could be improved if
conducted again. In fact, these limitations show that more research is needed to understand how
audiences interpret different media messages and how the media influences attitudes of the
viewers. First of all, overall participants demonstrated very positive attitudes towards gays. This
can be seen by looking at the mean score for each individual item on the attitude scale and by
looking at the overall attitudes score. This means that my sample did not contain a good mix of
people with positive and negative attitudes towards gays. This is problematic for running
analysis because any positive changes in attitudes between the pretest and posttest may be
understated while any negative changes in attitudes may be overstated. This could help explain
why some of the analysis had insignificant results or results that were significant but in the
opposite direction from what I hypothesized. Furthermore, it could be that people with positive
attitudes are less likely to be influenced by stereotypical clips or may be more critical of all clips
than people with negative attitudes. Thus, it is important to further research how media messages
influence audiences (Croteau and Hoynes 2003).

46
Another limitation to this study is that as an experiment it was designed with the intention
that the only influence on people’s attitudes between taking the pretest and the posttest was the
clip that they watched. However, during the course of this study, gay marriage was legalized in
the United States and there was a lot of political discussion about gay marriage both before and
after it was legalized. This influenced people’s attitudes in addition to the clips and may actually
have overshadowed the influence of the clips.
Finally, as I suggested earlier, another possible limitation is that the participants might
not have interpreted the clips in the way that I intended them to be interpreted. Even though
media is encoded with ideological messages, audiences are still active interpreters of all media
messages, which means that people may interpret the same media in different ways (Croteau and
Hoynes 2003). Thus, it is possible that participants did not interpret the stereotypical clip as such
or the non-stereotypical clip as such, which is why it is so important to further study how
audiences interpret different media messages.

CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION
Overall, this research shows that the media does influence people’s attitudes towards
gays. It is unique in that it produces experimental data on the impact of movies and television
shows on attitudes towards gay men. With further information about how the media influences
people’s attitudes, both gay rights activists and the religious right could use the media as a tool in
increasing or decreasing people’s acceptance of gays. This could challenge current legislation
that discriminates based on a person’s sexual orientation as well as legislation that supports gay
rights.
However, this research also shows that using the media to influence attitudes is not as
straightforward as some may think. How gay characters are portrayed in the media matters, and
we still need more research on how different types of portrayals may influence attitudes.
Furthermore, since this study shows that the media does indeed influence attitudes towards gay
men, the media likely also has the ability to influence other queers such as lesbians, bisexuals,
and transgender people as well as other minority-identity status groups.
Since this study shows that mass media has the ability to influence attitudes towards
groups of people that others may have little direct social contact with, scholars need to take mass
media more seriously and further explore the relationship between media and attitudes. Movies
and television shows, because they are viewed for entertainment but also have the ability to
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influence people’s attitudes, may be one of the most influential ways to help gays, along with
their heterosexual families, friends, peers, and strangers, understand and accept their sexuality.
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PRETEST QUESTIONNAIRE
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Media Survey Part 1

Q1 Before taking part in this study, please read this page carefully and indicate at the bottom of
the page that you understand the statements and freely consent to participate in the study. This
study involves a web-based survey designed to understand what types of movies and television
shows students watch. Anna Rossi, a graduate student at Northern Illinois University is
conducting this research. The study involves the respondents answering a series of questions
about their movie and television viewing habits. Participation in the survey typically takes 5-10
minutes and is confidential. This is a two part study. If you participate, you will be contacted in a
week to participate in the second part of this study. The second part of this study will involve
watching a short clip from a movie and then filling out a short questionnaire. Participation in the
second part of this study typically takes 5-10 minutes. Participation is voluntary and may be
withdrawn at any time without penalty or prejudice. The data will be confidential and stored on a
password protected computer. No names will be collected. If you have any additional questions
concerning this study, you may contact Anna Rossi at (630) 940-6439 or Dr. Kristen Myers at
(815) 753-1038. For further information regarding you rights as a research subject, you may
contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
By selecting “I agree”, you verify that you are 18 years of age or older, understand the
statements above, and that you acknowledge that you are participating freely in this survey. All
responses are confidential.
 I agree
 I do not agree
Q2 What is your gender?
 Female
 Male
 Other
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Q3 What is your race?
 American Indian or Alaska Native
 Asian
 Black or African-American
 Hispanic or Latino
 Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
 White
 Multiracial
 Other
Q4 How would you identify your sexual orientation?
 Bisexual
 Gay man
 Heterosexual
 Lesbian
 Queer
 Other
 None
Q5 What is your religious affiliation? ________________
Q6 What is your age? ________________
Q7 As of the beginning of this semester, what year are you in college?
 Freshman
 Sophomore
 Junior
 Senior
 Graduate Student
 Other
Q8 What is your current major? ________________
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Q9 Please state your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I think male
homosexuals
are disgusting.











Male
homosexuality
is a
perversion.











Male
homosexuality
is a natural
expression of
sexuality in
men.











Sex between
two men is
just plain
wrong.











Male
homosexuality
is merely a
different kind
of lifestyle
that should
not be
condemned.
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Q10 What genres (types) of film do you like to watch? Check all that apply.
 Action and Adventure
 Anime
 Children and Family
 Comedy
 Documentary
 Drama
 Faith and Spirituality
 Gay and Lesbian
 Historical
 Horror
 Musicals
 Romance
 Science Fiction and Fantasy
 Sports
 Thriller
 Western
 War
 Other
 None
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Q11 What genres (types) of film do you dislike? Check all that apply.
 Action and Adventure
 Anime
 Children and Family
 Comedy
 Documentary
 Drama
 Faith and Spirituality
 Gay and Lesbian
 Historical
 Horror
 Musicals
 Romance
 Science Fiction and Fantasy
 Sports
 Thriller
 Western
 War
 Other
 None
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Q12 How often do you watch films?
 Never
 Less than Once a Month
 Once a Month
 2-3 Times a Month
 Once a Week
 2-3 Times a Week
 Daily
Q13 What are your favorite films? ________________
Q14 What genre (type) of television shows do you like to watch? Check all that apply.
 Action and Adventure
 Anime
 Children and Family
 Comedy
 Cooking or Food
 Documentary
 Drama
 Faith and Spirituality
 Game Shows
 Gay and Lesbian
 Historical
 Horror
 Musicals
 News
 Reality Shows
 Romance
 Science Fiction and Fantasy
 Sports
 Talk Shows
 Thriller
 Western
 War
 Other
 None
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Q15 What genre (type) of television shows do you dislike? Check all that apply.
 Action and Adventure
 Anime
 Children and Family
 Comedy
 Cooking or Food
 Documentary
 Drama
 Faith and Spirituality
 Game Shows
 Gay and Lesbian
 Historical
 Horror
 Musicals
 News
 Reality Shows
 Romance
 Science Fiction and Fantasy
 Sports
 Talk Shows
 Thriller
 Western
 War
 Other
 None
Q16 How often do you watch TV?
 Never
 Rarely (0-1 times a week)
 Sometimes (between 2-3 times a week)
 Often (between 4-5 times a week)
 All of the Time (more than 5 times a week)
Q17 What are your favorite television shows? ________________
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Q18 What makes you want to watch a film or television show? Check all that apply.
 Director
 Cast
 Storyline
 Genre
 Good trailer
 Critic's recommendation
 Friend's recommendation
 Other
 None
Q19 How often do you watch movies or television shows...
Never

Rarely

Sometimes

Most of the
Time

Always

Downloaded
from the
Internet











On
DVDs/BluRays











Using Netflix
or other
streaming
service











Renting











Other











Q20 Please provide your email address below. Your email address will only be used to send you
the link for the second part of this study. ________________

APPENDIX B
POSTTEST QUESTIONNAIRES
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Media Survey Part 2: Stereotypical Clip

Q1 You have been contacted because you recently participated in the first part of this study on
media use conducted by Anna Rossi. This is the second part of that study.
Before taking part
in this study, please read this page carefully and indicate at the bottom of the page that you
understand the statements and freely consent to participate in the study. This study involves a
web-based survey designed to understand what types of movies and television shows students
watch. Anna Rossi, a graduate student at Northern Illinois University is conducting this research.
The study involves the respondents watching a short clip from a movie and answering a series of
questions about the clip. Participation in the survey typically takes 10 minutes and is
confidential. Participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or
prejudice. The data will be confidential and stored on a password protected computer. No names
will be collected. If you have any additional questions concerning this study, you may contact
Anna Rossi at (630) 940-6439 or Dr. Kristen Myers at (815) 753-1038. For further information
regarding you rights as a research subject, you may contact the Office of Research Compliance at
Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588. By selecting “I agree”, you verify that you are
18 years of age or older, understand the statements above, and that you acknowledge that you are
participating freely in this survey. All responses are confidential.
 I agree
 I do not agree
Q2 Please watch the following short video. After you finish watching the clip, please return to
the survey by clicking the back button. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=28qEx3w9jVU
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Q3 Please state your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I think male
homosexuals
are disgusting.











Male
homosexuality
is a
perversion.











Male
homosexuality
is a natural
expression of
sexuality in
men.











Sex between
two men is
just plain
wrong.











Male
homosexuality
is merely a
different kind
of lifestyle
that should
not be
condemned.











Q4 Please describe what happened in the clip you watched. ________________
Q5 Have you experienced a situation in the past similar to the one shown in the clip?
 Yes
 No
 Not sure
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Q6 How much do you think the situation portrayed in the clip reflects reality?
 Very Far from reality
 Far from reality
 Near reality
 Very Near to reality
Q7 How much dramatic exaggeration do you believe the clip contains?
 None
 Little
 Some
 A Lot
Q8 Do you believe it is likely or unlikely that you will experience a similar situation shown in
the clip in the future?
 Very Unlikely
 Unlikely
 Somewhat Unlikely
 Undecided
 Somewhat Likely
 Likely
 Very Likely
Q9 Please provide your email address below. Your email address will only be used to record
your responses with those from the first part of this study. ________________
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Media Survey Part 2: Non-stereotypical Clip

Q1 You have been contacted because you recently participated in the first part of this study on
media use conducted by Anna Rossi. This is the second part of that study.
Before taking part
in this study, please read this page carefully and indicate at the bottom of the page that you
understand the statements and freely consent to participate in the study. This study involves a
web-based survey designed to understand what types of movies and television shows students
watch. Anna Rossi, a graduate student at Northern Illinois University is conducting this research.
The study involves the respondents watching a short clip from a movie and answering a series of
questions about the clip. Participation in the survey typically takes 10 minutes and is
confidential. Participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or
prejudice. The data will be confidential and stored on a password protected computer. No names
will be collected. If you have any additional questions concerning this study, you may contact
Anna Rossi at (630) 940-6439 or Dr. Kristen Myers at (815) 753-1038. For further information
regarding you rights as a research subject, you may contact the Office of Research Compliance at
Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588. By selecting “I agree”, you verify that you are
18 years of age or older, understand the statements above, and that you acknowledge that you are
participating freely in this survey. All responses are confidential.
 I agree
 I do not agree
Q2 Please watch the following short video. After you finish watching the clip, please return to
the survey by clicking the back button.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IyFufCpnMHI
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Q3 Please state your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I think male
homosexuals
are disgusting.











Male
homosexuality
is a
perversion.











Male
homosexuality
is a natural
expression of
sexuality in
men.











Sex between
two men is
just plain
wrong.











Male
homosexuality
is merely a
different kind
of lifestyle
that should
not be
condemned.











Q4 Please describe what happened in the clip that you watched. ________________
Q5 Have you experienced a situation in the past similar to the one shown in the clip?
 Yes
 No
 Not sure
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Q6 How much do you think the situation portrayed in the clip reflects reality?
 Very Far from reality
 Far from reality
 Near reality
 Very near to reality
Q7 How much dramatic exaggeration do you believe the clip contains?
 None
 Little
 Some
 A Lot
Q8 Do you believe it is likely or unlikely that you will experience a similar situation shown in
the in the future?
 Very Unlikely
 Unlikely
 Somewhat Unlikely
 Undecided
 Somewhat Likely
 Likely
 Very Likely
Q9 Please provide your email address below. Your email address will only be used to record
your responses with those from the first part of this study. ________________

